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Abstract
As the environmental consequences of urbanization and climate change become
apparent in coastal communities, it has become important to understand how residents of
these communities experience and approach their changing environments. This becomes
especially significant in places where nature-based livelihoods constitute a major part of
the economy. This thesis focuses on the city of Tarpon Springs, located along the Gulf of
Mexico in Florida, where sea sponge fishing is an important contributor to the local
economy while also being central to place-based tourist and ethnic identities. It seeks to
understand how environmental changes in the sea sponge economy will affect the coastal
economy of Tarpon Springs.
Based on interviews conducted with people closely connected with the sponge
fishing economy, including sponge fishers and shops selling sponges, the thesis delves
into (i) local perspectives on changing environmental conditions, (ii) how such changes
will impact the future of sponge fishing and (iii) the extent to which local governmental
support has been sought by sponge fishers and shops. Sponge fishing in Tarpon Springs
is connected to its Greek identity so changes in the sponge economy could potentially
affect whether tourist experiences which highlight Greek identity linked to sponge fishing
continue to be connected to an actual Greek economic presence or reflect nostalgia for a
Greek past.

v

The interview responses showed concerns about declining sponge hauls which
were connected to more immediate experiences of environmental change and pollution,
including red tide events and phosphate runoff. Respondents also reflected on how
climate change will exacerbate such environmental issues through rising water
temperatures. Respondents viewed Tarpon Springs as a community with a strong Greek
identity and sponge shop owners especially seemed to be dependent on links with an
active sponge fishing economy to enhance the value of their sponges for tourists. In terms
of government support, those involved in the sponge economy had very little interaction
with city officials and did not seem keen to enhance such interactions.
This thesis thus reveals that the economy of Tarpon Springs continues to be
shaped by sponge fishing livelihoods that are directly dependent on nature. However, it
seems that concerns related to environmental change remain within the local community
and are not being voiced through more public forums, such as through active engagement
with local government. The future of Tarpon Springs and its sponge fishing economy
therefore remains uncertain, even as local participants in the sponge economy continue to
work towards maintaining their unique identity.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction
Communities that directly depend on nature for their livelihoods are potentially at
higher risk of economic disruption due to the effects of environmental degradation and
climate change. The city of Tarpon Springs, Florida is one of those communities that may
be at risk of losing one of its main sources of income, the sea sponge (Porifera). The
sponge fishermen who ply the waters of the Gulf of Mexico and the shop owners in
Tarpon Springs who sell the wares of the fishermen all depend on a stable resource that
directly contributes $2 million to the economy and underpins a $20 million tourist sector
(Nessler, 2009).
With increased urbanization and associated increases in pollution exacerbated by
global temperatures, sea sponges may soon be at risk of decline (Marshall, 2008). A
large-scale dying of sponge populations could not only cause massive water quality
degradation but also put a dent in the economies of coastal communities around the
world. While there have been numerous biological studies conducted on the effects of
climate change on marine ecosystems, only a few of them have sought to engage with the
local knowledge possessed by members of marine communities (Badjeck et al., 2009).
The aim of this study is to examine how fishermen and other residents of coastal
communities understand the effects of environmental change, including climate change,
and how such environmental changes are likely to economically affect coastal
communities. Experiences of local communities is increasingly being viewed as crucial to
1

gaining place-specific knowledge of environmental change which can in turn be
incorporated in policies that address the needs of specific communities. By drawing on
the voices of those connected to the sponge economy in Tarpon Springs, this thesis seeks
to explore the possibilities of gathering such local experiences.
1.1

Research Questions
This thesis focuses on three main research questions. First, it gathers community

perspectives on environmental degradation and climate change. What are the attitudes
towards and experiences of environmental degradation in general and climate change in
particular from the perspective of sponge fishermen and residents of Tarpon Springs?
Several studies have been conducted to assess the effects of climate change on fisheries
and fish stocks (Graham & Harrod, 2009; Brander, 2007; Brander, 2010; Stenevik &
Sundby, 2007) and on the perspectives of fishermen towards climate change (Badjeck et
al., 2009; Krupnik & Ray, 2007; Perry et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2011). there is a need to
broaden the areas under study and increase the number of studies done at the local level,
especially where the sea sponge is concerned (Badjeck et al., 2009; Zhang et al., 2011).
Second, this study reflects on the identity of Tarpon Springs as a place that is
economically dependent on sponge fishing. To what extent are environmental threats to
sponge fishing likely to change the very nature of Tarpon Springs as an ethnically Greek
community with a historical connection to coastal livelihoods? Tarpon Springs is awash
with stories of sponging. The disappearance of such a valuable commodity could have
dire consequences for this Florida town. Thus shifts in pollution amounts and increasing
global temperatures might also be accompanied by social transformations. This could
potentially lead to a shift in Tarpon Springs identity from being a combination fishing
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and tourist community to becoming exclusively focused on tourism, with fishing being
replaced by some other industry, especially along the waterfront.
Third, this research seeks to understand connections between sponge fishermen
and businesses and the local government in Tarpon Springs. Do fishermen and businesses
seek interaction with local policy makers? Do they see a benefit to this interaction?
Ultimately, this study seeks to provide a basis for building community participation into
discussions of the consequences of environmental degradation for economic livelihoods
and social identities in coastal communities (Badjeck et al., 2010; Barbier, 2007).
1.2

Situating Study within Environmental Geography
This study broadly draws on theoretical and methodological frameworks provided

by the interdisciplinary subfield of environmental geography. In 1887, Halford
Mackinder described geography as a unifying science that could span the gulf between
the physical sciences and the humanities (Castree, Demeritt & Liverman, 2009, p.1). The
relatively new sub-field of environmental geography is seeking to play this binding role
by more openly seeking to bridge the rifts that have emerged between human and
physical geography in the aftermath of the quantitative revolution and the post-structural
turn. Environmental geography thus has the ability to be used “to understand the
entanglements of people and the non-human world” (Liverman et al., 2009).
The modernist view of nature, as separate from and independent of humans, arose
during the Enlightenment and can be traced back to Renaissance thinkers (Olwig, 2009).
Renaissance scholars studied landscapes as separate and apart from humans, with only
the objects contained in the extent of a landscape space being the focus of study (Olwig,
2009). The development of Renaissance surveying and cartographic techniques stemmed
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from a desire to be able to understand and mold the physical spaces of the world (Olwig,
2009). These efforts removed human traces from the landscape. Olwig (2009) describes
the scenery in a Renaissance theatre being indicative of the thought patterns of the time.
Scenery was built first on the stage with the actors (humanity) being overlaid on top of
the imagery. The French playwright, Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle, described the
natural world as having hidden strings that perform the movements (Olwig, 2009). This
allowed humans to be silent observers, apart from nature.
This view of human beings as separate from the natural world carried over into
the modern age and its cartographies (Olwig, 2009). Environmental determinism can
partly be traced to this modernist impulse (Olwig, 2009). Thus, natural landscapes were
seen as the driving force behind the formation of human cultures (Olwig, 2009).
Contemporary concerns with global climate change have led in some cases to a revival of
environmental determinism as a driving force in historical change. Environmental
geography here becomes valuable to maintaining the dialectical relationship of natureculture, rather than privileging one aspect of this binary.
As modernist theories have given way to postmodernism, landscapes came to be
seen as representations influenced by the work of human beings (Olwig, 2009). The
postmodern view of landscape arose from the Dutch ideal of Landschap, the study of the
land and how it is shaped by the flavor of local culture and customs (Olwig, 2009). This
Landschap view adds a human element to the understanding of landscape, with land in
this case referring to a place of human habitation (Olwig, 2009). Landscape then becomes
an abstract idea, not able to be simply represented on a map or diagram (Olwig, 2009).
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Environmental geography is useful for providing a pathway for more integrative
studies (Liverman et al., 2009). It makes the discipline of geography more overarching
instead of more specialized and segmented (Liverman et al., 2009). Although it may be
tempting to study environmental geography though an equal use of both human and
physical geography (symmetrical) there may be an advantage of using more of one
concentration than the other (asymmetrical) due to the individual training of each scholar
and the specific aims of the research project (Liverman et al., 2009). This manner of
study is more fruitful because the interactions between nature and humanity differ to
varying degrees (Liverman et al., 2009).
From the perspective of environmental geography, an understanding of
environmental change requires both an engagement with natural processes and an
appreciation of how these are refracted through economic, social and political contexts.
Further, by combining scientific and local community knowledge, climate change can be
rendered more attuned to human-environment interactions, rather than being viewed as a
series of separate natural and social processes. For the purposes of this thesis, the study of
sponge fishing in Tarpon Springs requires an understanding of both the environmental
aspects of sea sponges as a marine species as well as the social histories through which
sponge fishing became part of Tarpon Spring’s economy.
1.3

Significance of Study
This study seeks to contribute to existing analyses of coastal communities and

environmental change and becomes significant in two main ways. First, it brings placebased perspectives to the forefront in understandings of environmental processes thus
highlighting the value of everyday experiences in the building of environmental
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knowledge. Second, by focusing on the role of nature-based livelihoods in a context of
rapid urbanization, it demonstrates the complex urban implications of contemporary
global environmental changes. While the impacts of climate change have been discussed
in the context of First World cities, the extent to which these impacts are limited not only
to construction along the coast but also to nature-dependent livelihoods is a topic that
needs to be studied further. Florida becomes an important example of the complex
connections between coastal societies and environments, so that this study of Tarpon
Springs can potentially build a more socially differentiated notion of urban coastal
communities and their futures.

6

Chapter 2 - Literature Review
This chapter introduces the two main elements of the research: (i) sponge fishing
and its environmental connections and (ii) the study area of Tarpon Springs. The biology
of sponges makes them very useful as filters of environmental pollution; but the
environmental consequences of urban development and climate change pose serious
threats to the sustainability of sponge habitats. The repercussion of such changes for
fishing economies will shape the future of coastal economies such as Tarpon Springs
which have long histories of sponge fishing and tourist economies dependent on sponge
fishing identities.
2.1

Sponges and Environmental Change
Sponges, animals that belong to the phylum Porifera, are an ancient group of

organisms having origins in the Precambrian period (Brusca & Brusca, 2003) and roots in
protist ancestors so that they have adapted to both saltwater and freshwater environments
(Brusca & Brusca, 2003). Sponges were first identified as being animals in 1765 after it
was discovered that they circulate water throughout their bodies (Brusca & Brusca,
2003). There are over 5,500 formally identified sponge species (Brusca & Brusca, 2003).
They can occur at all depths but most are benthic, residing on the bottom of marine
environments in areas where coral reefs occur and there is an adequate supply of
unpolluted water (Brusca & Brusca, 2003). Most sponge species are immobile, being
permanently attached to a stable surface (Brusca & Brusca, 2003). More specifically, the
7

adult stage is immobile with affixed filter feeders, while larvae stage is mobile and lives
off yolk (lecithotrophic).
Sponges contain no true tissues, their bodies instead being made up of totipotent
cells which are cells that can change function as needed by the animal (Brusca & Brusca,
2003). Having totipotent cells allows a sponge to alter its body shape to a pattern that is
most beneficial for water uptake (Brusca & Brusca, 2003). Some sponges can reach up to
2 meters in length by altering their body shape (Brusca & Brusca, 2003). They lack
basement membrane in outer and inner cell layers and their middle layer of cells
(mesohyl) contains motile cells and some skeletal material. Skeleton (when one exists)
comprised of calcium carbonate or silicon dioxide in the form of spicules and/collagen
(Brusca & Brusca, 2003). Sponges that are harvested are those that lack a mineral
skeleton, and only possess fibrous collagen in their make-up (Brusca & Brusca, 2003).
Sponges reproduce either asexually or sexually (Young, Sewell & Rice, 2002).
Asexual reproduction is facilitated by the sponge’s totipotent cells, which are able to
form gemmules which in turn produce fully functional sponges (Young, Sewell & Rice,
2002). Another form of asexual reproduction is through the growth of a new sponge from
a piece of broken off sponge (Young, Sewell & Rice, 2002). Sexual reproduction occurs
when sponges release sperm into water currents (Young, Sewell & Rice, 2002). The
sperm are subsequently drawn into other sponges by their choanocytes where they form
larvae (Young, Sewell & Rice, 2002). The larvae are then released as free-swimming
organisms until they find a suitable location to permanently attach (Young, Sewell &
Rice, 2002).
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Sponges feed through the use of specialized cells called choanocytes (Brusca &
Brusca, 2003). Water is drawn into a series of aqueducts within the sponge where the
choanocytes filter food particles from the water (Brusca & Brusca, 2003). The ability of
sponges to filter seawater is greater than that of any other marine invertebrate (McMurray
& Pawlik, 2009). Sponges filter water by drawing it in through pores in their sides called
ostia, which lead by way of canals, to larger holes called oscula (All the Sea, 2011).
Choanocytes, also known as collar cells, draw water into ostia by creating a current
through the beating of “hairs” on their surfaces (All the Sea, 2011).
According to Diaz & Rutzler (2001), sponges draw in large amounts of water and
“modify” it by becoming a sink for prokaryotes (single celled organisms that possess no
cell membrane) and a source for eukaryotes (organisms whose cells contain a cell
membrane). Sponges were also found to be sources of inorganic nutrients and metabolites
that influence the growth of organisms located near sponges (Diaz & Rutzler, 2001).
Although sponges may be useful organisms for filtering water, their capability to draw in
water is limited to a few meters radius around the organism (Steveley, et al., 1978).
Nonetheless, some species of sponges located in the Ionian Sea were found to be suitable
candidates for bioremediation, or the removal of pollutants, from sea water (Stabili, et.
al., 2006).
2.1.1

Environmental Issues in Sponge Habitats
Sponges can be affected by numerous environmental factors, including

temperature, physical disturbances, and pollution levels (Riesgo & Maldonado, 2008;
Duckworth & Wolff, 2011; Przeslawski et al., 2008). These specific environmental
factors affecting the life cycle of sponges also need to be placed in the broader context of
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climate change, which will further affect marine environments. Temperature is
considered as one of the main factors that influence the onset of reproduction in certain
sponge species (Riesgo & Maldonado, 2008). Due to lack of reproductive organs,
sponges must stimulate their totipotent cells to differentiate into reproductive cells
(Riesgo & Maldonado, 2008). This process is influenced by periods of maximum and
minimum water temperatures depending on species (Riesgo & Maldonado, 2008). Riesgo
& Maldonado (2008) determined that, due to changing global temperatures, the timing of
reproduction by some sponge species could be initiated at the wrong dates. This could
lead to a major population shift in sponges which could affect entire marine ecosystems
due to the high water filtration capacity of sponges (Riesgo & Maldonado, 2008).
Riesgo & Maldonado (2008) found that temperature has a profound effect upon
the production of reproductive cells by not only sponges, but many other marine
invertebrates. An increase in ambient water temperature can also effect bleaching, or loss
of pigmentation, on sponges (Przeslawski et al., 2008). Bleaching destroys symbiotic
organisms that reside within sponges (Przeslawski et al., 2008). These organisms aid the
animal in processing vital nutrients that it cannot obtain through digestion within its
choanocytes. Webster et al. (2008) found that certain tropical sponges do not tolerate
large temperature swings. When sea surface temperatures rose to above a certain
threshold, bleaching and subsequently death occurred in the studied sponge species.
Physical disturbance plays a large role in the destruction of benthic marine
invertebrate species (Przeslawski et al., 2008; Duckworth & Wolff, 2011). Global climate
change is expected to bring about major changes in weather patterns including the
production of more and larger storm events (Przeslawski et al., 2008). Duckworth &
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Wolff (2011) found that movement of debris around sponges due to storms could cause
them to have stunted growth or be smothered completely. Reduced water flow around
sponge habitats by moving rubble also reduces the amount of food available to sponges
(Duckworth & Wolff, 2011). Storms also rearrange habitat potentially reducing suitable
attachment surfaces for sponges. Duckworth & Wolff (2011) found that sponges have a
higher survivability rate when they are attached to rocks compared with rubble or sand.
Many different pollutants affect the growth of sponges, including carbon-dioxide
(CO2), salinity and runoff. An increase in CO2 levels can lead to an increase in acidity
levels of marine environments (Przeslawski et al., 2008). This can cause a reduction in
the formation of skeletal chemicals in sponges that possess skeletons (Przeslawski et al.,
2008). Concurrently, increasing CO2 levels and acidification can reduce metabolic rates
in benthic organisms including sponges, affecting their reproductive rates, ability to feed
and lowering growth rates (Przeslawski et al., 2008).
Environmental issues facing sponges need to be placed within the broader context
of climate change. Climate change is expected to bring with it greater and more
numerous rainfall events. Due to more rain, salinity of certain marine environments is
expected to decrease and coastal runoff will increase (Przeslawski et al., 2008). A
reduction in salinity levels will increase stress levels on benthic organisms decreasing
growth rates and reproductive levels (Przeslawski et al., 2008). More freshwater and
runoff present in a marine environment can reduce the quality of nutrients available to
sponges stunting their growth (Przeslawski et al., 2008). Predation from certain forms of
echinoderms is also expected to increase due to runoff (Przeslawski et al., 2008). More
organic particulates in the water provide a medium for growth of predators such as the
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crown-of-thorns starfish that preys on benthic organisms (Przeslawski et al., 2008). The
next section considers the broader policy and knowledge issues associated with climate
change.
2.2

Climate Change
Climate change, according to the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC),

is defined as “a change in the state of the climate that can be identiﬁed (e.g., by using
statistical tests) by changes in the mean and/or the variability of its properties, and that
persists for an extended period, typically decades or longer” (Baede, 2007). There is now
a greater certainty than ever that climate change, and in particular ‘global warming,’ is
occurring (IPCC, 2007). Global warming, as defined by the United States Environmental
Protection Agency (2011), is “an average increase in the temperature of the atmosphere
near the Earth's surface and in the troposphere, which can contribute to changes in global
climate patterns. Global warming can occur from a variety of causes, both natural and
human induced.” Natural ecosystems, including coastal and marine systems will be
affected in the coming decades due to temperature increases (IPCC, 2007; Arnell etc.,
2005). The 100-year (1906-2005) global temperature trend was recorded as increasing
anywhere from 0.56 to 0.92 degrees Celsius (IPCC, 2007). Along with rising
temperatures, human systems will also be affected due to an increase in extreme weather
events such as flooding, major storm events, etc. (The World Bank, 2010).
One of the main causes of climate change is the increase in emission of
greenhouse gases (GHGs) in the recent period of human development (IPCC, 2007).
Since the industrial age, the amount of GHGs in the atmosphere is greater than at any
time in the past as determined by ice core samples (IPCC, 2007). Greenhouse gases, as
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defined by the United States EPA (2011), are “gases that trap heat in the atmosphere.”
The major GHGs produced by humans are: carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), nitrous
oxide (N2O), and fluorinated gases (EPA, 2011). Between the years of 1970 and 2004
alone, anthropogenic sources of GHGs (especially CO2) grew by 80 percent (IPCC,
2007). It is estimated that CO2 emissions from fossil fuels will continue to exist in the
atmosphere for up to 500 years (Hansen, et. al., 2007).
According to the IPCC (2007), anthropogenic emissions of GHG’s is very likely
to be one of the major reasons for the observed increase in global mean temperatures
since the mid-20th century. Other supporting evidence, found by Crowley (2000), shows
that only 25% of warming during the 20th century was attributable to natural variances.
GHG output from anthropogenic sources is expected to increase in the coming decades
anywhere from 25 to 90 percent and bring temperature increases of approximately 0.2
degrees Celsius in the next two decades (IPCC, 2007).
With these temperature increases, marine ecosystems and the people that depend
on them will suffer. Examples of the changes in marine systems include changes in the
ranges of algae and fish habitats while human settlements will bear the brunt of the
impact of more numerous and violent storms, an increase in flooding events and wetland
loss (IPCC, 2007; Pielke & Sarewitz, 2005). This has also led to an observable shrinkage
of 2.7 percent in polar ice coverage from the year 1978 onwards (IPCC, 2007).
Other causes of climate change include changes to the nitrogen cycle and global
land cover change (Vitousek, 1994). Due to industrialized farming, the amount of
nitrogen fixation has increased beyond that of any natural system (Vitousek, 1994). This
has caused an increase in global levels of nitrous oxide (N2O), a greenhouse gas
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(Vitousek, 1994) and has the added side effect of reducing plant species diversity by
allowing plants that favor nitrogen rich soil to become more abundant (Vitousek, 1994).
Changes in land use also influence climate by causing a change in solar energy
partitioning and an increase in GHGs through the burning of forest lands (Vitousek,
1994). Conversion of one land type to another causes changes in albedo which can have
an effect on temperature, precipitation, plant regeneration rates and atmospheric
circulation (Vitousek, 1994). Urbanization therefore is an important contributor to
processes of global climate change. It is estimated that already burgeoning cities will
eventually contain an estimated 60% of the world’s population by 2030 (Dawson, 2007).
One of the main causes for increased climactic impacts therefore is the way that human
settlements are structured, with most of the population living in urban areas that are
within flood zones (Pielke & Sarewitz, 2005; World Bank, 2010).
2.2.1

Urban Policy Approaches
Policy approaches to climate change include either mitigation approaches which

seek to reduce GHG emissions on a worldwide scale through regulation of industrial
production processes and energy supplies, and adaptation approaches which seek to
address the effects of climate change at more regional and local levels (Pielke &
Sarewitz, 2005; The World Bank, 2010). Two important strands in the literature on
planning for climate change are the construction of policies geared towards the specific
needs of urban contexts and the possibility of incorporating local knowledge in
understanding and addressing climate change. The World Bank (2010) outlines four
options available to planners that will aid those who cannot afford long-term adaptation.
“No-regrets” options are those that will have an advantage even without climate change
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(World Bank, 2010). These include improved water sanitation, greater social protections
and making correct decisions about hazard zones (World Bank, 2010). “Buying safety
margins” are options that may increase costs but have long-term positive effects (World
Bank, 2010). Examples of these include incorporating more low-income groups in safety
nets and the construction of higher dams to prevent flooding (World Bank, 2010).
“Reversible and flexible options” are those that do not need to be permanent (World
Bank, 2010). An example of this includes restricting construction on flood zones. Lastly,
long-term planning should become a norm along with periodic reviews of investments
and plan revisions to ensure that the correct path is being followed (World Bank, 2010).
Since uncertainty is one of the few certainties about climate change, a diverse set of
strategies is needed to combat as many negative outcomes as possible.
Cities produce up to 80% of the Earth’s GHG emissions and for that reason are a
prime area to effect adaptation to climate change (Dawson, 2007). They also contain a
majority of the populations of the Earth’s nations and therefore any extreme weather
events are more likely to affect a greater population disproportionate to the area that they
occupy (Dawson, 2007). In urban contexts, efficient planning of land uses, proper
building codes and warning systems that could all serve to alleviate damage from
extreme storm events and flooding are crucial to addressing future environmental
changes (Pielke & Sarewitz, 2005). Proper planning for future storm events, such as
hurricanes, could alleviate much damage to property (Pielke & Sarewitz, 2005). Although
hurricane activity in the 1970s and 80s was comparatively lower than previous decades,
damage in dollar amounts was greater (Pielke & Sarewitz, 2005). Comparing the damage
potential of hurricanes in dollar values shows that some past events, such as the Great
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Miami Hurricane (1926), would have had a greater impact were they to hit the same areas
as a modern hurricane, such as Hurricane Andrew (1992) (Pielke & Sarewitz, 2005).
Integration of local participation into planning could be more effective than using
a purely scientific, research-led plan (World Bank, 2010). For example, both London
and Boston led efforts to form plans that would mitigate future climate impacts. While
Boston used a mostly research based and led planning method, the city of London
effectively involved more shareholders (citizens) and had a better end result (World
Bank, 2010). Historically, local households have made decisions regarding adaptation,
but these changes may soon start to occur too rapidly and thus hamper community-level
structures of adaptation (Pielke & Sarewitz, 2005). Aid from national and regional
agencies will be needed to facilitate the societal adjustments that will be necessary to
stave off the greatest effects of increased environmental damage due to climate change
(Pielke & Sarewitz, 2005; The World Bank, 2010).
2.2.2

Using Local Knowledge
Indigenous cultures and other nature-dependent communities could be valuable

participants in discussions of climate change due to their close understanding of naturesociety linkages. The Nenets people of Siberia, Russia, are a population whose
livelihoods will be directly affected by climate change (Forbes & Stammler, 2009).
These reindeer herders spend most of their time outdoors and are close to their animals,
which allows them to have a keen sense of changing climes (Forbes & Stammler, 2009).
Over the past 25 to 30 years, summer air temperatures have risen by approximately 2
degrees Celsius in the Nenets regions of Siberia as well as in northern Alaska and the
western Canadian Arctic (Forbes & Stammler, 2009). This has caused an increase in
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biological production over the region due to increased growing seasons (Forbes &
Stammler, 2009).
Nenets herders are often not receptive to climate change research, yet an
ethnographic study which documented their seasonal herding patterns demonstrated that
the movements of reindeer responded to changes in ice freezing and melting patterns,
thus providing a valuable insight into recent changes in seasonal temperatures in Siberia.
(Forbes & Stammler, 2009). What the long-term implications of this study are is yet to be
seen (Forbes & Stammler, 2009). Questions have arisen, however, whether long term
studies are a benefit to indigenous peoples since their concerns are more extant and
focused on the immediate consequences of environmental destruction and social changes
(Forbes & Stammler, 2009).
Regions of Canada inhabited by aboriginal tribes are also already experiencing
climactic changes (Furgal & Seguin, 2006). The Canadian North is comprised of the
territories of Yukon, Northwest Province, and Nunavut as well as the region of Nunavik
in the province of Quebec and Nunatsiavut in Labrador (Furgal & Seguin, 2006). These
provinces and areas comprise around 60% of Canada’s landmass (Furgal & Seguin,
2006). Within these regions, there has been a 2-3 degrees Celsius rise in temperature over
the past 30-50 years, melting of permafrost and loss of flora (Furgal & Seguin, 2006).
Research has found that the elderly and those with respiratory difficulties had
increased respiratory distress due to warmer summer weather (Furgal & Seguin, 2006).
They also found that unpredictable weather patterns made fishing and hunting more
difficult (Furgal & Seguin, 2006). Another effect of a warming climate is decreased
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winter icepack thickness which inhibits hunting and reduces safety while traveling over
the sea ice (Furgal & Seguin, 2006).
Due to these changes, the native communities gathered together to determine
strategies for coping with a warmer climate (Furgal & Seguin, 2006). One example
includes community food sharing programs to ensure that the elderly have sufficient
access to food due to greater difficulty in traveling over ice in fall and spring months due
to ice thinning (Furgal & Seguin, 2006). Other changes include investments in more food
preservation equipment (ie. freezers), changes in hunting behavior, and education about
the importance of carrying clean water on long trips due to water level changes (Furgal &
Seguin, 2006).
Further research regarding local perspectives on climate change should consider
not only indigenous cultures, but more broadly economies that depend directly on nature.
Coastal fishing communities in the U.S. thus could be considered important contributors
to understanding the local complexities of global climate change. Due to the fact that
urban economies in the U.S. are more dependent on the service economy, the presence of
livelihoods connected with primary production often becomes invisible within urban
contexts This case study of Tarpon Springs seeks to usefully expand the literature by
understanding how local knowledge can be utilized for environmental policy making in
cities.
2.3

Case Study: Tarpon Springs
Tarpon Springs is located in Pinellas County, Florida, one part of a string of

popular beach destinations along Florida’s Gulf of Mexico coastline. It has a population
of approximately 23,000. The city is noteworthy as being home to the “highest
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percentage of Greek-Americans… of any city in the United States”
(ExploreSouthernHistory.com, 2011; Kilgo, 2002). A popular tourist destination and
vacation spot due to its mild and supposedly therapeutic climate and Greek ethnicity, the
economy of Tarpon Springs is split between leisure attractions and the sponge fishing
industry (Stockton, 1975).
2.3.1

Urban Development
The early history of Tarpon Springs is a record of various settlers that arrived here

with the opening up of Florida to urban development. The area around Tarpon Springs
was first settled in the 1860s, on the north side of the Anclote River in what is presently
the town of Anclote (Kilgo, 2002). The first person to settle near the area was a farmer
from Hamilton County named William Lawrence Thomas who came in 1864 (Stockton,
1975). Soon afterwards, other settlers began to arrive and the town of Anclote was
formed (Stockton, 1975). The first cabin to be constructed in the same vicinity as present
day Tarpon Springs was by A.W. Ormond in 1876 who moved in by the Spring Bayou
(Stockton, 1975). By the 1880s, the area was quickly becoming a real town with
businessmen having on eye on development (Kilgo, 2002).
From the early stages of urbanization, Tarpon Springs was sought to be developed
as a place attractive to tourists and leisure travelers. In 1881, William Disston bought 4
million acres of state owned land (Kilgo, 2002). As the conditions of the purchase
required Disston to drain any swampland and convert it into habitable space, Disston
viewed it as an opportunity to develop Tarpon Springs into a winter resort (Kilgo, 2002).
In 1882, Disston sold the land around Tarpon Springs to his associate, Anson P.K.
Safford, who managed the area under his development company, the Lake Butler Villa
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Company (Kilgo, 2002; Stockton, 1975). Safford is recognized as the actual founder of
Tarpon Springs (Kilgo, 2002). By 1884, Safford began advertising in earnest to draw
vacationers to Tarpon Springs and the town became a popular spa retreat for Northerners
(Buxbaum, 1967; Stockton, 1975).
The city of Tarpon Springs was established and incorporated into Hillsborough
County in 1887 (Stockton, 1975). It later became part of Pinellas County after this was
split from Hillsborough County in 1911 (Webcoast, 2011). The construction of the first
lighthouse and a leg of the Orange Belt railway also occurred in 1887 (Stockton, 1975).
The Orange Belt facilitated and sped up the transport of goods and people into the town,
causing a decline in the need for boat ferries around the Florida coasts (Stockton, 1975).
By the 1890s, Tarpon Springs had a population of around 500 people, becoming the
largest on the Pinellas Peninsula and a considerable presence in the region (Kilgo, 2002).
2.3.2

Greek Identity
Sponge fishing in Tarpon Springs has a strong connection to the presence of a

Greek origin community that adds a distinct identity to the city. The first Greek sponge
divers came from the Dodecanse Islands in Greece, (Buxbaum, 1967) being imported in
the late 1890s by a sponge buyer named John Corcoris (Buxbaum, 1967). By 1905, 500
Greeks had moved to Tarpon Springs (Kilgo, 2002). Most of the Greeks who had moved
to the area continued to be from the Dodecanese Island chain of Greece and more
specifically the islands of: Kalymnos, Halki, Symi, Hydra, Spetse and Aegina (Kilgo,
2002). These Greeks made up the first sponge boat crews and brought with them modern
diving techniques. Using air compressors and diving helmets allowed them longer diving
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times (Kilgo, 2002). By the 1930s, 200 sponging boats were operating out of Tarpon
Springs with mostly Greek crews (Kilgo, 2002).
As the population of Greeks increased, Greek culture began to overtake that of the
Northerners who had built in the area (Buxbaum, 1967). The Greeks brought with them
to Tarpon Springs the things that they most valued: a love of their homeland, the Greek
language, their traditions, and, perhaps most importantly, their religion (Frantzis, 1962).
The immigrants flew Greek flags in their houses and painted their house the same colors blue and white (Frantzis, 1962). Greeks also came to dominate the political scene from at
least 1905 to 1940 (Buxbaum, 1967). Tarpon Springs therefore is a unique city within
Florida and the United States. The city is a microcosm of Greece, with its large Greek
Orthodox Church dedicated to St. Nicholas, its waterfront where Greek fishermen (not so
much today) gather at their boats and speak Greek, authentic Greek food, curio shops
where sponges are sold, and the famous Epiphany ceremony where a wooden cross is
thrown into one of the bayous and retrieved by a youth. Although the city has until
recently been relegated to a tourist town, the sponge industry has started to rebound
somewhat with demand for natural sponges increasing as their advantages over synthetic
sponges are being realized (Buxbaum, 1967; GB, personal communication, June 23,
2011; Kilgo, 2002).
2.3.3

Growth of Sponge Fishing
Sponges were first discovered in the Tarpon Springs area around the 1850s after

hurricanes blew the animals onto the beaches (Frantzis, 1962). The first sponge
warehouse was constructed by John Cheyney in 1890, and by 1891 he was operating the
town’s first sponge fishing boat (Kilgo, 2002). Originally, Florida sponge fishing was
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centered in Key West where fishermen known as “Conchs” operated (Kilgo, 1975). As
sponging operations grew in Tarpon Springs, oftentimes the fishermen would find
themselves in conflicts over territory with the men from Key West (Buxbaum, 1967;
Kilgo, 2002). These events and the sometimes-violent encounters are portrayed in the
film Beneath the 12-Mile Reef (1953).
Sponge fishing is an inherently migratory business, following a pattern of boom
and bust in several areas of the world before arriving in Florida in the mid- to late 1800’s
(Buxbaum, 1967; GB, personal communication, June 23, 2011). Sponge fishing has
existed for approximately 2500 years, continuously moving due to a range of reasons
from political to environmental (GB, personal communication, June 23, 2011). By the
time of arrival of the industry to Florida it had already been refined to a well-rehearsed
science.
There are currently two different sponge diving areas in Florida (Figure 1),
divided into a northern and southern section (Buxbaum, 1967; GB, personal
communication, June 23, 2011). The area north of Florida is called the Bay Area and
extends approximately 160 miles north to Apalachicola Bay, Florida (Buxbaum, 1967;
GB, personal communication, June 23, 2011). The southern area of fishing is called the
Key Area and it ranges south to the Florida Keys and around to Biscayne Bay near Miami
(Buxbaum, 1967; GB, personal communication, June 23, 2011).

22

Figure 1: Approximate Sponge Fishing Areas for Tarpon Springs Fishermen.
Copyright ESRI ArcMap 2012, National Geographic, DeLorme, NAVTEQ, UNEPWCMC, USGS, NASA, ESA, METI, NRCAN, GEBCO, NOAA, iPC.
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Serious sponge fishing began in Tarpon Springs in the early 1900s. When the
business started, the fishermen used a method known as hooking to pull sponges up from
the bottom (Kilgo, 2002). These early spongers at first worked off a beach named
Bailey’s Bluff located near the Anclote River (Kilgo, 2002). After the town of Anclote
was established, spongers started using it as a mooring point in the 1890s (Kilgo, 2002).
In 1907, John Cheyney built the Sponge Exchange, which allowed sponges to be sold
closer to Tarpon Springs (Kilgo, 2002). By the 1920s, the sponge industry employed
around 2500 people in all of its various aspects including the actual fishing fleets,
machine shops, construction and the businesses that catered to the fishermen (Kilgo,
2002).
Growth of the sponge industry also brought growth in other areas such as ship
construction and financial services (Buxbaum, 1967). The sponge industry not only
employed boat crews but also financed auction houses, buyers and wholesalers
(Buxbaum, 1967). From 1910 until 1940, the monetary worth of sponges was between
0.5 to 1 million dollars every year until World War II when sponges started contributing
3 million dollars per year (Buxbaum, 1967).
After World War II, around 1947, the sponge industry in Tarpon springs was hit
by a blight of red tide, which caused a long-term die-off of sponges (Buxbaum, 1967). As
mariners were not known to be frugal with their money, most of the sponge operators and
crew went bankrupt (Buxbaum, 1967). In addition to red tide, the introduction of
synthetic sponges into the market also caused a sharp reduction in natural sponge prices
and many in the fishing industry were forced to find work elsewhere as they could not
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compete (Buxbaum, 1967). Many fishermen moved to land based jobs and became
lawyers, grocers, mechanics and technicians (Buxbaum, 1967).
2.3.4

Sponge Diving Methods and Sponge Boat Crews
Throughout history, there has been a range of diving methods used to harvest

sponges. Naked diving, the first recorded method, is performed exactly how it sounds
(NT, personal communication, June 23 2011). A diver strips and uses a heavy weighted
stone to plunge to the required depth. He then releases the stone and has only a short
amount of time to collect sponges before he must surface to breathe. This method is very
inefficient and paved the way for the next method to be developed called hooking
(Pronzato & Renata, 2008).
Sponge hooking involves two or more people using a small boat (NT, personal
communication, June 23, 2011). One person steers while another leans over the side of
the boat and uses a glass bottom bucket to peer into the water to locate sponges. After the
spotter has found a sponge he lowers a three-pronged hook into the water and spears the
sponge to retrieve it. This method, while being more effective than naked diving, is
somewhat destructive to the sponge reducing its value; therefore, a new method was
needed.
The 1860s saw the introduction of the air compressor and dive helmet into the
sponge fishing industry, hugely increasing efficiency of production (Pronzato & Renata,
2008). Diver’s don canvas suits along with brass diving helmets and heavy weighted
boots and belts (a final approximate weight of 190 pounds) to descend to the depths of
the sponges (NT, personal communication, June 23, 2011; Buxbaum, 1967). The divers
descend to a depth of around 65 feet and work for 2 to 3 hours (Buxbaum, 1967). Due to
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early divers not having modern dive tables, early efforts at sponge diving with air
compressor gear was hazardous. Air compressors allowed dives to greater depths than
before which caused divers to have deadly embolisms as they surface too quickly (NT,
personal communication, June 23, 2011). This resulted in early diving efforts having an
approximately 50 percent attrition rate on divers per trip (NT, personal communication,
June 23, 2011). Diving suits are still used on traditional diving vessels along with more
modern SCUBA gear that allows divers more freedom of movement (Pronzato & Renata,
2008).
The first sponge diving vessels in Tarpon Springs were modeled on the traditional
Greek styled ships. These ships used square sails and a sunken pit at the rear of the vessel
where the captain manned the tiller (the arm connected to the rudder) of the ship (NT,
personal communication, June 23, 2011; Buxbaum, 1967). There were typically three
classes of vessels, differing by what depths the fishermen chose to ply their trade:
shallow depth vessels- 30 to 40 feet, middle depth vessels- 60 to 100 feet, and deep depth
vessels- 100-150 feet (GB, personal communication, June 23, 2011).
Fishing trips are usually carried out in two 5 month stints every year, the ship only
returning to port for a few days every 2 to 3 weeks to deposit their catch and make room
in their holds (Buxbaum, 1967). The breaks within each 5 month journey are called gazas
(Buxbaum, 1967). The first trip of the year begins around January 6th (after Epiphany)
and the second is from July until Christmas (Buxbaum, 1967). Due to the strong Greek
sense of individualism, captains must carefully choose who their crewmen will be
(Buxbaum, 1967). To maximize the profits each man receives, the crew required a close
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camaraderie so that fighting does not break out due to close quarters and the long
duration of the fishing trips (Buxbaum, 1967).
Traditionally, the different roles of the crew include captain/diver, diver, engineer,
lifeline tender, deckhand and cook (Buxbaum, 1967). Each position had a different pay
based on their share of the profits brought in from a fishing trip. Profits were doled out
according to who had the most prestigious position aboard ship (Buxbaum, 1967). The
sponge diver received the first shares while the cook was the low man on the totem pole
(Buxbaum, 1967).
The different positions aboard ship came with different responsibilities. The
duties of the captain included locating fishing grounds, hiring crews and ensuring the
financial backing and success of the boat. The lifeline tender was responsible for keeping
in constant communication with the divers and for ensuring that the lifeline (air hose) did
not get tangled (Buxbaum, 1967). The deckhands were mainly responsible for cleaning
the caught sponges and making sure they were presentable for sale (Buxbaum, 1967).
The tourist identity of Tarpon Springs is therefore connected to its sponge fishing
docks which exemplifies both long historical connections to water-based livelihoods and
the role of a Greek community in maintaining these livelihoods. The decline of sponge
fishing would strike at the heart of this identity since Greek identities could no longer be
connected to actually existing sponge work but may begin to derive from simulated
versions of this work. The environmental and cultural changes facing Tarpon Springs
also resonate with coastal communities across the world and the next section provides
some examples.
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2.4

Coastal Economies
Sponges were first brought into popular markets through the efforts of the Greeks

and Romans who used them as hygiene implements (Pronzato & Renata, 2008). During
the 18th and 19th centuries, the Venetians started to supply eastern, Asiatic markets with
sponges while the Greeks started to supply the worldwide demand (Pronzato & Renata,
2008). By the 1800s, coasts along various African countries and Florida began to be
harvested (Pronzato & Renata, 2008). In recent years the sponge harvest has declined due
to overfishing, environmental factors and the substitution of natural sponges with
synthetics (Pronzato & Renata, 2008). Throughout the world there is a need for the
preservation of ecosystems so that economies can sustain themselves and the populations
who depend upon them for their livelihoods. Different regions of the world, from the
Mediterranean to the Caribbean, have different methods of utilizing their ecosystems
depending on their populations.
The island of Kalymnos in the Dodecanese island chain in Greece depends on the
sea for the majority of its industry (Russell, 1987). Kalymonos depends upon the sea for
the majority of its economic input. This is due to the soil of the island being too rocky to
be farmed; only 18 percent of the land is arable (Russell, 1987). The economy of
Kalymnos is mostly reliant upon sponge fishing along with some ocean trade and tourism
(Russell, 1987).
The actual beginning date of the sponge industry on Kalymnos has been lost to
history but what is known is that it started to take off in the mid- to late 1800’s (Russell,
1987). By the early 1900s, thanks to deep-sea diving suits and air compressors, Kalymnos
had become the second largest trading port in the Dodecanese behind Rhodes (Russell,
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1987). From the early 1800s until around 1960, Kalymnos was the center of sponge
fishing in the world (Russell, 1987). Tarpon Springs almost overtook Kalymnos until a
red tide struck in the early 1900s (Russell, 1987). After WWII, Kalymnos had recovered
from its wartime slump in production and it was the largest sector of employment
(Russell, 1987). In 1958, the production of synthetic sponges overtook the market share
of natural sponges and the economic book of the sponge fishing industry in Kalymnos
was over (Russell, 1987).
Kalymnos still clings to the sea for a large part of its economic production but not
as much as before. Kalymnos was able to diversify before synthetic sponges overtook the
market and the livelihoods of its residents were preserved through other industries like
citrus and cigar rolling (Russell, 1987). People employed in the market side of the sponge
industry were able to continue to thrive as well by importing sponges from Turkey or by
converting their warehouses into synthetic sponge factories (Russell, 1987).
Much of the Greater Caribbean area is dependent upon tourism for its economy
and Antigua and Barbuda, a dual island nation, is no exception with almost 80 percent of
their nation’s income stemming from the tourist trade (Carr & Heyman, 2009). Even
though tourism brings a windfall, it is a double edged sword for Antigua and Barbuda.
With increased tourism comes a larger degradation of the natural environment (Carr &
Heyman, 2009). Due to bad land management practices on other parts of the islands,
coral reef systems around this nation have been impacted by bleaching, disease and other
ailments (Carr & Heyman, 2009). An increase in the amount of tourists flocking to
Antigua and Barbuda to enjoy its natural beauty has triggered a glut of hotel and service
construction (Carr & Heyman, 2009). Due to bad regulations, runoff from these sites has
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increased which has contributed to degradation of the environment (Carr & Heyman,
2009).
In 2009, Antigua and Barbuda had approximately 53 percent (266 million USD)
of its total investments in the tourism industry. (Carr & Heyman, 2009). The nation also
generated 65 percent (453 million USD) of its exports from tourism (Carr & Heyman,
2009). This demonstrates a possible over-reliance on an industry that is dependent upon a
fragile resource that can be degraded very easily. The fishery sector, on the other hand,
only comprises 1.5 percent of Antigua and Barbuda’s economy and it only employs 2
percent of the workforce (Carr & Heyman, 2009). Regulations and restrictions are in
place to protect the environment but there is a marked lack of ability to control illegal
activities around the islands (Carr & Heyman, 2009). To combat environmental
degradation, Antigua and Barbuda are implementing Marine Protected Barriers around
their islands (Carr & Heyman, 2009). These are meant to establish blocks against too
much commercial fishing in an attempt to increase fish stocks (Carr & Heyman, 2009).
Although useful this may not be enough considering the bad land regulations still in place
that prevent runoff from construction and other activities.
A study done by Cinner & Bodin (2010) demonstrates that, even though some
coastal communities may be dependent upon fishing for support, most fishermen have a
diversified portfolio of income sources. These can range from agriculture to the service
sector and people who live in fishing communities in African nations will most likely
possess two or more jobs (Cinner & Bodin, 2010). A person with a more diversified job
portfolio was either more likely or more able to exit the fishing sector if profits began to
decline (Cinner & Bodin, 2010).
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Cinner & Bodin’s (2010) study focused on different contexts of fishing in Kenya.
In village and peri-urban contexts, the two largest sectors of employment were the
informal (small shops, taxi services, etc.) and fishing industries.. In rural areas, the
fishing industry was more interlinked with other occupations than in the peri-urban
aggregation, which means that fishing was a more important source of income in the
former. As places studied became more densely populated or more development
occurred, the fishing industry was found to become less important.. This led to a more
professionalized fishing industry as boat captains could afford to become choosier with
who they wanted to crew their vessels..
Two important themes to emerge from these studies is that fishing occupations are
often combined with other forms of livelihood, especially tourism, but that over time
tourism can grow to overshadow fishing. The environmental consequences of tourism
and how these affect fishing hauls show that a mix of livelihoods is not often optimal in
terms of the environmental conditions that promote sustainable fishing. Such links
between diversification of livelihoods and the combined development of coastal tourism
and fishing are equally significant in the case of Tarpon Springs, making it a valuable
addition to understanding the interlinked economic and environmental aspects of coastal
communities.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology
This study follows a qualitative methodology, based on open-ended interviews
with Tarpon Springs residents connected with the sponge economy. The interview
questions, process and respondents are discussed in this chapter.
3.1

Initial Introduction to Community

Figure 2: Classic Sponge Diving Helmet
<http://www.museumoffloridahistory.com/exhibits/permanent/v
isions/view.cfm?ID=06>
Information on possible research participants was obtained by browsing various
websites associated with the sponging industry in Tarpon Springs. NT was identified as
one possible useful source of introductions to the community and correspondence with
him was conducted over email. Initial interviews took place during the summer of 2011.
NT’s company produces classical diving helmets (Figure 1) for sponge divers and agreed
to an interview in Tarpon Springs. NT gave background information on the sponging
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industry in general and in Tarpon Springs. He also gave information about the history of
his business constructing diving helmets and his involvement in maintaining the engines
of sponge boats. NT was very helpful in making introductions to a local sponge
fisherman (GB) whose vessel was involved in the local tourist trade.
GB also provided a rich source of information about sponging history both in
Greece and in Tarpon Springs. His business involves a boat featuring a diver wearing a
diving suit. The boat takes tourists about 10 minutes from the sponge docks into the
Anclote River where the diver descends into the river to retrieve a sponge. This
demonstrates traditional diving techniques before the adoption of SCUBA gear into
modern diving. GB suggested contacting a local historian (H1) to obtain greater
information about the area and history of local sponge diving.

Figure 3: Sponge Diver's Suit, Florida.
Copyright Walker Evans Archive, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 1970.
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3.2

Study Area
Data for this research was collected from the sponge docks of Tarpon Springs and

from shops along the main avenue along the sponge docks (Figures 4 and 5). The
experience of conducting fieldwork in Tarpon Springs was sought to be captured in my
daily journal and the following is an extract from it:
Tarpon Springs exudes all of the charms of a tourist town but at
the same time has the unique air of a village transported directly from
Greece. After the shops open, the City of Tarpon Springs is always busy.
From the call of street hawkers advertising their restaurants and shops to
the smell of baked goods, there is a different type of atmosphere in the
city. As one walks down the main street, it is hard to miss the sounds of the
Greek language being spoken in shouted conversations between sponge
boats tied up along the water or in casual conversations between old men
at the local social clubs. The main street, Dodecanese, and a side street
named Athens, is where interviews occurred as that is where the shops
were concentrated.
The sponge docks, on the north side of Dodecanese, seem lethargic
in comparison to the busier south side. Located on the Anclote River, the
docks were a nice place to escape the bustle of the hawkers, tourists, and
cars being jammed down the narrow main street. It also provided a place
to sit and listen to recordings of interviews and to watch whatever sponge
fishers happened to be in port, if any. Catching a sponge fisher in port
when I was in town for interviews was a hit-or-miss proposition. When
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they were there, it was not unusual to see people approach their boats and
start a conversation in Greek with the captain or crew. Sometimes there
would be an exchange of mechanical equipment or a delivery of some item
needed on the ship. The crew seemed to work at an unhurried yet steady
pace, scraping, cleaning, and stacking sponges in preparation for sale.
Other activities included cleaning the deck of the boat and arranging
equipment. I did not notice much of a smell coming from any of the boats
other than saltwater. Some boats possessed Greek names while others had
more Anglo-American sounding names.
The strong presence of Greek culture in my experience of the sponge docks
represents only one aspect of the ethnic identity of Tarpon Springs and of the
occupational diversity of the Greek community. As shown in Table 1, the highest
ethnicity reported in Tarpon Springs was actually German (18%), and people of Greek
ethnicity comprise 10.2% of the total population of Tarpon Springs. However, another
source attests that Tarpon Springs does contain the largest population of Greeks in the
United States (Epodunk.com, 2005). Within Tarpon Springs, Greeks comprise the largest
population of foreign-born people (Table 1). They also have the lowest median income
and the second lowest poverty levels at 5.9% (Table 2). Educational and health care
services comprise the sectors where the highest numbers of Greeks are employed (Table
1), so that the community is not wholly connected to sponge fishing.
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Figure 1: City of Tarpon Springs Boundary. Study area is the blue polygon.
Copyright: Google Maps, 2012
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Figure 2: Tarpon Springs Study Area.
Copyright: ESRI 2012, USGS 2012, Microsoft Corporation 2010, NAVTEQ.
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Table 1: Ethnic and Economic Characteristics of Tarpon Springs
Ancestry

Total population

Foreign

Median

Percent

Largest sector of

Number

(Percent of total

born

Income

below

employment

employed

population)a

population

poverty level

German

4,223 (18.0%)

163

$45,710

4.6%

Retail trade

253

Irish

3,652 (15.6%)

87

$57,656

10.5%

Education and health

445

Italian

2,463 (10.5%)

56

$50,741

7.3%

Retail trade

287

Greek

2,393 (10.2%)

742

$37,431

5.9%

Education and health

272

English

2,386 (10.2%)

154

$58,348

4.0%

Education and health

253

Source: 2006-2010 American Community Survey; Column 2 from 2009-2011 American Community Survey
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3.3

Interview Questions
Interviews were conducted based on a semi-structured, open-ended questionnaire

(Appendix 1). Participants were allowed to respond with additional information as they
saw fit. As formal questions were answered, the interviewer used personal observations
to form different questions during the interview to elicit more information. All
participants were asked an introductory set of questions pertaining to ethnic background,
length of time residing in Tarpon Springs, their knowledge of the Greek culture in Tarpon
Springs, and what they knew of sponging in Tarpon Springs. The second set of questions
differed depending on profession with sponge fishermen and sponge shopkeepers
receiving different questionnaires. The questions given to fishermen focused on changes
in sponge haul amounts, determining their knowledge of climate change, gathering
information about their opinions on climate change or other environmental factors
affecting hauls, and their view on the continued viability of the industry. Questions
directed towards shopkeepers included information about length of time working at their
present location, dependence upon local sponge fishermen for their livelihoods, and their
influence with and suggestions for local policy makers. The sole historian interviewed
was given the first set of questions and asked differing questions based on their
responses.
3.4

Interview Process
Interviews were conducted between April 2012 and June 2012 in Tarpon Springs.

A total of 8 participants were interviewed: 4 sponge fishermen, 3 sponge shopkeepers,
and 1 historian. Participants were handed an informed consent letter as required by the
USF Institutional Review Board. These forms were required so that participants knew
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that they were not being interviewed against their will. The forms were not signed so that
interviewees would retain anonymity due to competition between businesses.
Interviewees who gave informed consent after reading the forms were then audio
recorded during their respective interview. In one case, the noise level was too high and
the participant’s answers were recorded in a field notebook. After interviews were
completed, recordings were transcribed for analysis of themes.
Interviews were done during the day, usually after 10 a.m. due to shops not being
open until then. Prospective participants were approached if they were not busy with
customers or, in the case of fishermen, if they would agree to an interview. Tarpon
Springs was usually busy with tourists every day the researcher was there. Going earlier
ensured better chances at interviews and there was only a small window to interview
shopkeepers before they became too busy with customers. Sponge divers, on the other
hand, were receptive at any time of the day.
There were some limitations associated with approaching sponge fishers for this
interview. Given that they were rarely in port and then too at irregular intervals, it was
difficult to schedule interviews. Sponge boats only return when their holds are full, if it is
too cold, or there is stormy weather. They usually leave when they have cleaned and offloaded their haul. Catching them in port was a matter of timing and luck. Also there were
limitations arising from the low number of sponge fishermen. Only between 6-12 remain
according to interviews further limiting opportunities to speak to fishermen.
Difficulties also arose when trying to obtain interviews with shopkeepers due to
their busy nature. Most shopkeepers were usually preoccupied with customers due to the
busy nature of Tarpon Springs as a tourist destination. Some shopkeepers also showed
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disinterest in the prospect of taking part in a study. They either said they did not like
surveys or being questioned; one of them outright dismissed the researcher and told their
friends who were in the shop not to say anything as well. All but one of the shopkeepers
agreed to an interview after I made a purchase from their store. Interviews with
shopkeepers therefore are often very short in terms of length of time. Yet, sufficiently
interesting insights could be obtained from them due to their close association with
sponge fishing.
3.5

Description of Participants
Each participant interviewed was a unique individual with a story to tell. This

section will attempt to characterize each interview as it was experienced from my
perspective.
3.5.1

Sponge Fisherman 1 (F1)
The first fisherman interviewed was found outside of a local sponge shop,

enjoying a break period. He stated that he was not descended from Greeks and that he
had no people of Greek ethnicity in his family. He jokingly inquired if he was still
eligible.
He had previously been in the business but had left the work of sponge diving
after the events of September 11th, 2001. He stated that he felt bad omens about being at
sea after what had happened. After the captain told him the announcement, he left the
industry to pursue sales.
The participant was very informative, seeming to enjoy the interview process. He
appeared to have some of his lines memorized, possibly from catering to tourists. His
speech had a cadence reminiscent of a tour guide. He peppered his sentences with
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descriptions like “quaint town” and “tight-knit community” which elicited a feeling in the
researcher of a tourist being lectured by an insider or tour guide.
The participant asked if the interviewer would mind if he smoked. The participant
seemed to open up more after, leaning back in his chair and speaking more naturally.
He had a lot of information to give regarding his thoughts on the sponging
industry. He voiced concern over the future of the industry, stating that he was “…afraid
of the climate change.” I believe we’re killing the ozone…” He further elaborated about
his fears of the industry declining due to the lack of interest of younger workers seeking
employment in other areas of the job force.
He also had much to say about the co-dependence of sponge sales and fishing. He
stated that the shop where he was currently employed, was “98 percent” dependent upon
the local spongers for obtaining the shops sponge product. Although he stated that they
received some product from the Pacific (sponges used in certain industries such as
painting), his shop obtained the majority of its sponge sales from native Gulf sponges
which are only caught locally.
His easy-going nature and his openness to answering questions made this an
enjoyable interview. The interview process ended after he stated that his break was over
and that he had to return to work.
3.5.2

Sponge Fisherman 2 (F2)
The second fisherman interviewed was approached as he was working on a

sponge boat, cleaning sponges in preparation for their sale. I spoke to the captain of the
boat to see if he or any of his crew was available. The captain said that he was busy but
he did give permission for one of his crew to be interviewed. Although he seemed shy at
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first, after I assured him that this interview was being done for a university study and that
the interviewer was not being paid, he opened up. Although he did not have much time to
talk, the fisherman was interesting.
This fisherman spoke with a southern twang and was of an easygoing nature,
similar to the first fisherman. This man, dressed in overalls, rubber boots, and a yellow
jacket like a stereotypical ‘Gorton’s Fisherman,’ spoke mainly about his dislike of
government and his thirst for an adventurous lifestyle.
He stated that his father was Greek and had his own boat when the interviewee
was a child. He stated that he did not take over the business but that he had since
returned, serving under different captains whenever he happened to be in town. The
interviewee stated that he comes and goes from Tarpon Springs as he was not tied down
by any family or preference for place of habitation. He said that he had only had been in
Tarpon Springs “This time? Three weeks” when asked about how long he had been
involved in the business.
When questioned about climate change he stated that all he knew was that it gets
hot in the summer and cold in the winter. He did state that sponges were dying but that
the water was clear and that he didn’t know what was causing the problem except that
“Maybe the government has something to do with it.”
In relation to government, this fisherman was more than happy to state that he did
not have any interactions with government officials. He compared them to an “empty,
dirty trashcan.” He also stated that he hopes they don’t try to take any more taxes. He
also voiced fears that if the business were to return, he thought the government would
find a way to take away his profits through regulations. He said that he mainly enjoyed
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the profession of sponge fisherman because of the freedom it provided. He liked the fact
that no the government could not bother him out o the ocean.
The interview concluded after his boss called him back up to the ship to resume
his sponge washing duties.
3.5.3

Sponge Fisherman 3 (F3)
The third fisherman interviewed was aboard his boat when approached. When

asked if he would like to participate in the study he said sure but that he would like to do
it on-board his vessel as he was expecting a call and was getting his boat ready to leave
that morning. This fisherman was helpful in giving information about environmental
concerns of the spongers. He had been in the industry for a lengthy amount of time and
had seen a decline in catch sizes from when he had started. This fisherman spoke with the
tone of a professor, knowledgeable and patient with possibly a little quickness that
mellowed as he lit a cigarette. He was very glad to share his information and acted like he
was in a classroom setting, divulging anecdotes with numerical data.
The fisherman mentioned several causes for concern that he believed had been
affecting the populations of sponges in the Gulf. He stated that there had been a
noticeable increase in water temperature and that he and other fishermen had seen
decreases in sponge hauls from 2004 and 2005. He stated that they noticed it especially in
the shallow water sponge populations.
Another environmental concern he mentioned was a phosphate spill from a mine
that occurred but he could not remember the exact date. He wasn’t sure if it had affected
sponge populations but he did know that the water had subsequently become darker. He
blamed sponge population reduction on events like mine pollution events, overfishing
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and water warming. He mentioned that it had become more difficult to find sponges, as
he was forced to travel further out in his range to locate profitable amounts of sellable
sponge product. The interview was wrapped up after he received his call and
subsequently had to go pick up his crewmate so they could depart on their fishing
journey.
3.5.4

Sponge Fisherman 4 (F4)
The fourth sponge fisherman interviewed was approached on his boat. The

folklorist who was interviewed for this study e4nabled this interview. As the fisher was
busy, he invited me onboard his boat. He continued his work of scraping and cleaning
sponges in prep for sale while he was being interviewed.
It was obvious this fisherman was of Greek descent even before he said
something. His accent was very thick and it made paying attention even more important.
As there was too much ambient noise (the sounds of tourists, boats moving in the river,
and the hoses onboard the boat being used to wash sponges) this interview was recorded
in a field notebook.
This fisherman was born in Greece and immigrated to the U.S. in 1971. Since
then he has noticed a slight drop-off in sponge production, differing from the opinions of
the others interviewed. He was very informative in telling of his profession and the
associated dangers.
This fisherman stated that he could stay under the water for periods longer than 8
hours. He showed the interviewer the permanent marks on his skin, the result of long
bouts wearing a rubber wet suit. The man had legs the size of small tree trunks from
fighting strenuously against the ocean current for long days. He paused to bring out the
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hook he used to dislodge sponges from whatever they happened to be attached to. He also
proffered his weight belt and explained how he needed to use it to stay underwater. He
also showed the interviewer a sponge that had been stripped of its living tissue and he
stated that a new type of alga was at fault. He wasn’t sure where it came from, only that it
“ate” the living tissue of the sponge and that it was becoming more prevalent.
At the close of the interview, the sponger offered me one of his sponges as a
souvenir (which I found out later from my fiancé, made an excellent bathing implement)
and recommended another contact, one of the shopkeepers that I subsequently
interviewed.
3.5.5

Shopkeeper 1 (S1)
The first shopkeeper interviewed was approached at her stall that was located

slightly back from the public sidewalk, near a parking lot on Dodecanese Boulevard. She
was working and sipping from a beer during the interview. This shopkeeper was very
friendly and helpful during the interview.
This participant mentioned that she had been living in Tarpon Springs off-and-on
for around 27 years. She stated that she had a connection to Greece as well, as her father
was from Thessaloniki in Northern Greece. She also stated that she attended a college in
Athens, Greece.
She mentioned that she knew some history of the sponging industry, that there
had been hundreds of boats in the 1940s but that the fleet had been reduced to about “5 to
8 working boats.” She did not believe climate change as much as fertilizer runoff and the
BP oil spill had affected the fleet sizes. She also mentioned that the introduction of the
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synthetic sponge also led to a huge reduction in the fleet size as the synthetic product
could be produced more easily and at a cheaper cost.
As the shopkeeper was exclusively selling sponges at her stand, she stated that her
business was entirely dependent upon the sponging industry. She also mentioned a
connection her shop had with a larger “brick and mortar” store on the same street. She
suggested the researcher speak with the man working there but he had already been
interviewed. Queried about her plans if the sponge industry died out, she seemed worried
as she said that her back up plan (print advertising) “went out with the internet.” She also
said that she was “in denial about the whole theory” of sponges dying off.
When questioned about sponges dying, she mentioned an alga that was eating the
sponges. This was the same type of alga mentioned by sponge fisherman 4. She seemed
worried and concerned about the decline in sponges due to their deaths by a myriad of
causes including the alga, fertilizer, and climate change.
3.5.6

Shopkeeper 2 (S2)
This shopkeeper required two trips to contact. The first time, a contact number

was given to his spouse as he was out of the shop at the time. Though he never
responded, he was found on a subsequent trip to Tarpon Springs.
This shop was quite busy even soon after he opened. The shopkeeper was mainly
selling tourist goods, his main draw apparently t-shirts. As he was dealing with several
customers, he would only devote time to an interview if the researcher purchased
something and even then he was still strapped for time so the interview was subsequently
short.
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The shopkeeper was born in Tarpon Springs and had owned his shop for 3 years.
He stated that he had previously been on a TV show showcasing the food of Tarpon
Springs. He also stated that his parents were natives of Greece who had immigrated to the
U.S.
The shopkeeper mentioned that he thought that his business was entirely
dependent upon the sponge fisherman and their tourist draw. He believed that climate
was having some effect but there was not much that could be done because people wait
until it’s too late to solve the problem. When asked if he had an alternative to his
business, he stated that since sponge fishing was “a 4,000 year old industry,” he didn’t
think it was going anywhere. He stated that the sponge grounds could always shift to
Cuba or somewhere else in the Caribbean.
When questioned about his interactions with local government officials, he said
that he did not seek interactions with them but that they sometimes stopped by to ask how
his business was faring. The interview ended when another female customer approached
him about shirt sizes and he stated that he would need to return to work.
3.5.7

Shopkeeper 3 (S3)
The third shopkeeper interviewed was found in the shop that offered parking for

tourists where I usually parked in Tarpon Springs. While perusing the shop, I noticed that
the man running the counter that day was unoccupied and somewhat bored looking. After
being approached (and after I bought something), the shopkeeper was eager for
conservation.
Mentioning that he had done some traveling during his lifetime, moving first from
Greece to the Bahamas and then to America, he had been living in Tarpon Springs for 35
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years. His accent provided more evidence for his Greek origin. He mentioned that the
shop had been at its present location four or five years and they had been located at a
different location for some years before that. He had been working with them for five
year. This participant provided important information regarding how his shop had served
as host for a few city government meetings in relation to improvements to the sponge
docks.
He mentioned that his shop had previously hosted meetings that provided a forum
for interactions between city planners and sponge fisherman. The purpose of this meeting
was to explore options for expansion and improvement of the sponge docks. He said that
the project would have been funded through a penny tax. He also mentioned that there
was no final resolution to the meeting as no agreement between planners and spongers
could be reached.
3.5.8

Historian/Folklorist (H)
When I inquired in the Tarpon Springs city hall about interviewing people

connected with the sponge industry, I was directed to the Tarpon Springs Cultural
Treasures department. This is where I met the historian of Tarpon Springs. This interview
was conducted at the Safford House, a large and impressive residence of one of the city’s
founders. The interview took place in the morning in an outbuilding not directly
connected to the house.
This interview was significantly different from the others as the person being
interviewed had as much scholarly interest in my work as I had in interviewing her. She
even asked for a copy of the completed manuscript. Having been a part of the academic
process, as she had attended college both in the U.S. and Greece, she was acutely aware
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of the interview and thesis writing process. She also had experience interviewing people
as part of her folklorist background included collecting anecdotes and stories from
residents all across Florida, Tarpon Springs included.
The historian indicated that she had been living in Tarpon Springs for around 3
years, after having completed a study of the area for her former job. She mentioned that,
even though she was only half Greek, she was still accepted by the community because of
her willingness to engage with the Greek community.
The historian was helpful by providing more in-depth information about the
cultural and ethnic face of the Tarpon Springs Greek community. She stated that there is
still a large and influential population of Greek people still inhabiting Tarpon Springs.
She stated that there is a part of Tarpon Springs colloquially known as Greek Town
where the majority of Greek inhabitants originally settled and still reside. She also
mentioned that sometimes goats were kept in her neighbor’s backyard during the season
of Greek Easter. She mentioned that they would butcher and eat the got for the
celebration.
The historian stated that she had an “insider/outsider” position within the Greek
community. She stated that she was not considered an outsider yet she felt like she was
only halfway accepted in the community since her family was not from the same area as
the majority of the sponge fishermen. She mentioned that during local policy meetings
she would go and represent the sponge fishermen as they are generally uninterested in
politics or are unable to go due to being out at sea. After the formal interview was over,
the historian made introductions to a sponge fisherman down at the docks in Tarpon
Springs.
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Table 2 summarizes some of the characteristics of the interview participants and
the interview process. The next chapter analyzes the interviews in terms of the themes
provided by the research questions.
Table 2: Description of Interview Participants.
Pseudonym

Position

Ancestry Date of

Length of

interview

interview

5/2/12

16:44

5/15/12

8:43

5/2/12

9:48

F1

Sponge fisherman

F2

Sponge fisherman

F3

Sponge fisherman

F4

Sponge fisherman

Greek

4/6/12

10:00

S1

Sponge shopkeeper

Greek

6/19/12

12:04

S2

Sponge shopkeeper

Greek

6/19/12

4:40

S3

Sponge shopkeeper

Greek

5/15/12

5:30

H

Historian/folklorist

Greek

4/6/12

6:42

Greek

(partly)
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Chapter 4 - Results
This chapter analyses interview data in accordance with the three research
questions: environmental factors and their affects on sponge hauls and water quality,
long-term prospects of sponge fishing and its links to the economy of Tarpon Springs,
and interactions between the sponging industry and the local government. In the
following discussion, interviewees will be cited with representative letters since no names
were collected in accordance to privacy standards (see Table 2). A letter according to
their occupation represents interviewees: F is for fisherman, S is for shopkeeper, and H is
for historian/folklorist. A number according to the order in which participants were
interviewed follows each letter.
4.1 Environmental Issues in Sponge Fishing
Participants were questioned on their knowledge of climate change, it’s potential
effects on their businesses, any changes in sponge hauls, and if there were any other
environmental influences that might be affecting the sponge industry. While participants
were concerned about climate change, interviews produced more responses about the
exacerbating effects of climate change on pollution and red tide.
4.1.1

Climate Change
When questioned about their general knowledge of climate change participants

admitted to not being very knowledgeable on the subject but some (3 participants)
believed that humans had some effect on the climate. One interviewee (S2) used the ever-
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classic anecdote of the frog and a pot of boiling water to describe his views on climate
change and the effects humans may be having on the environment:
“I think it’s kind of like the theory of if you put a frog in a pot of
water and you boil it, he doesn’t know when it’s time to get out,
he’ll just boil himself to death. Something similar to what humans
can do, boil ourselves to death. Oh is it getting hotter? Yeah it’s
getting hotter. You going to get out? No.”
All those interviewed expressed some concern over the effects of climate change
on sponges. The most noticeable effects reported were decreases in shallow water sponge
beds. One participant (F1) said:
“it’s not as easy as it was years gone by to harvest the sponges.
The spongers gotta go a little further out to harvest the sponge”
Another person (F3) interviewed stated:
“In 2004, 2005 the Gulf was 1.7 degrees warmer and we lost a lot
of shallow water sponge. Now we didn’t notice it as deep but
shallow water definitely.”
These shallow water sponge decreases have, according to participants, led to a
general decrease in overhaul sponge haul amounts. Although there is the occasional large
haul such as the one reported in the St. Petersburg Times (Lesley, 2007) where one diver
returned with a larger than average amount of sponges, it is thought by those interviewed
that there has been a general decline in haul amounts. These statements can be
corroborated by the information included in Figures 7 and 8.
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4.1.2

Other Environmental Factors
Other than climate change, participants were more concerned about pollution and

environmental factors such as red tide, the BP oil spill, fertilizer/phosphate run-off, and a
new form of alga that is killing the living tissue of sponges. Three of the interviewees
stated that they believed that there was a link between climate change and red tide events.
One participant (F4) stated that he believed that warmer weather results in more red tides
when the temperature of the gulf reaches 80 degrees F or greater. Four of the participants
mentioned concerns about the BP oil spill. One person who was interviewed (F3) stated:
“Also we had that oil spill recently that may or may not have
influenced the sponges. You know they are natural water filters
which means they suck all that stuff in. I haven’t really seen much
out there inside the sponges but it may change in the future.”
Participants echoed this sentiment in they felt that generally the oil spill was not currently
directly affecting sponge hauls but that it might in the future.
Three of those interviewed voiced concern about phosphate pollution either from
lawn runoff or spills. One interviewee (F3) stated concern about phosphate leakage from
Mosaic mines. Mentioned was a past phosphate spill that occurred. According to the
Bradenton Herald (Salman, 2012) a major spill did occur in 2011 in Manatee County at
Piney Point, a former phosphate mine, when a dredge ruptured the lining of a phosphate
gypsum stack. Respondents believed that spills such as these affected water quality and
in turn sponge populations due to sponges being filter feeders and that any pollutants in
the water would affect sponges. One participant (F4) believed a lack of oversight was to
blame for the spills and other pollutants such as motorboat fuel leakage.
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The last environmental concerned mentioned was a new form of alga that
interviewees had not seen before. Participants stated that some sponges were being
brought up without any living tissue attached. Two participants (S1 and F4) noted that
they had either not noticed red tide on their fishing trips (F4) or had not heard about any
red tide events (S1) that would affect sponges in the same manner. Participant S1 stated
that the living tissue on some sponges is:
“…dead and the water washes it off and when they pick this up it’s
falling to pieces, it’s falling apart. Yeah, they don’t know what it’s
from though. They don’t think it’s red tide. Red tide will kill them,
algae, but there’s not any out there like that.”
4.1.3

Sponge Hauls and Boat Trips

Figure 7: Pinellas County, FL Commercial Sponge Hauls: 1988-2011.
Source: Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission (FWC), 2012.
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As shown in Figure 7, sponge hauls have generally declined from 1989 when
397,897 pounds of sponge were caught compared to a low in 2011 when only 15,168
pounds of sponge were returned (Florida FWC, 2012). Figure 8 shows steadily declining
amounts of commercial sponge fishing trips (FWC, 2012). The decline of sponge fishing
is therefore a real concern in Tarpon Springs and to some extent fishermen can cite
environmental causes for such declines. According to the figures gathered from the
Florida FWC (2012) there was almost a decline of sponge hauls by one-half from the
year 2010 to 2011. This was the same time period of the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill.
The fishermen and residents of Tarpon Springs who responded to this study could not
equivocally link the spill to a decline in sponge hauls, but looking at the data trends, this
could have had an effect on haul numbers. One sponger interviewed cited insufficient
oversight as a cause for incidents such as Deepwater Horizon and pollutants entering
waterways. This is further backed by a release from the ABC News (Loffman, 2010) that
reported that a lack of inspections might have caused the Deepwater spill.
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Figure 8: Pinellas County, FL Commercial Sponge Fishing Trips: 19882011. Source: Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission (FWC), 2012.
4.2

Economy and Identity in Tarpon Springs
Interviews pertaining to community involved basic background questions about

years of residence, ethnicity, and basic knowledge of the city in general. These questions
were used to determine if those of Greek origin or descent still predominantly operated in
the sponging industry. Questions about the sponge industry ranged from determining a
participant’s knowledge of the history of the local sponging industry, sponge production,
sales and their co-dependence, and thoughts on their futures should sponge hauls
decrease.
4.2.1

Greek Identity
Of those interviewed, only 2 participants identified as being born in Tarpon

Springs although the majority, (7 participants) of those interviewed had lived in the city
for lengthy period of their lives, 10 years or longer.
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Although most of the participants who were directly involved in sponging had
lived in Tarpon Springs for lengthy periods, 2 of them had lived itinerant lives,
identifying as having lived off and on in Tarpon Springs. One participant (F2) provided
the following interesting quote about his history in the sponging industry:
“This time? About 3 weeks. You see my dad was…he was Greek.
He was here but he had his own boat. He done that way back and
he made great money. But then me…I’m an adventurer. I’ve been
all over the United States, the whole country. I’m still a gold
digger. If I find money I work where the gold is.”

The majority of those interviewed also identified being either of Greek descent or
had moved to Tarpon Springs directly from Greece. Participants also noted that there was
a strong sense of Greek culture still evident in Tarpon Springs. One interviewee (H1)
stated that:
“It’s so Greek that usually at this time of year there’s a goat
outside my window…for Greek Easter [to eat].”
This participant mentioned that the section of town they lived in is called “Greek Town”
where most of the original Greek immigrants to Tarpon Springs settled and is still a
largely Greek section. Another participant (F1) noted they were:
“…kind of bewildered. Walking down the block and seeing all the
Greek people speaking their native tongue and I…I told myself
‘what the heck, I thought I was in America and they’re speaking
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Greek here,’ that’s how thick the culture is. Wherever you go on
the streets you here the native tongue, Greek, spoken.”
This sentiment is further supported by another participant (S1) who stated that a good
majority of people in the area of Tarpon Springs originated from the island of Kalymnos
in the Dodecanese chain of islands in Greece.
4.2.2

History of Local Sponge Industry
All participants stated that the sponge industry has had a major decline from its

heyday in the 1940’s. Participant F1 stated that:
“…they had a big outbreak of the red tide, which is algae I believe,
and um they had one time, there was over 200 boats here and after
that occurred they lost drastic numbers of boats. Now today we
only have a handful of spongers in comparison to say 40 years
ago.”
This statement was corroborated by S1 who stated:
“Yeah, there used to be hundreds (of sponge boats). Back in the
30’s, literally about 300 boats.”
And that now:
“There’s like 5-8 working boats.”
Another sponge fisherman (F2) had the following to say about the decline of the sponge
industry:
“Yeah. I’ve seen the boats…this is the only real sponge fishing
boat, I mean diving, diving boat… This is the only diving boat, the
last of the original diving boats…10...maybe 10, probably. This
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one and several on up there so maybe 10 (in reference to the
amount of sponge boats still actually working).”
Participant H1 noted that even though there appeared to be many sponge boats
tied up along the docks in town, few of them were actually fully operational. This is
further backed by articles from the St. Petersburg Times and Tampa Bay Times (Gazella,
2001; Lee, 2009) which say that sponge boats are allowed to tie up to docks free of
charge but some boat owners had taken advantage of the regulations. As of April 21,
2009 the city of Tarpon Springs has passed city ordinance §5-45 which states that a
sponge boat must earn at least $15,000 from the sale of natural Gulf sponges (Tarpon
Springs: § 5.45, 2009)
4.2.3

Sponge Production, Sales and Codependence
Due to drop-offs in sponge hauls, all interviewees had some doubts about the

future of the industry. Other than sponge haul reduction, one participant (F1) said:
“you’re not going to see the old timers out there as much anyways.
You’re not going to see the sponge boats out there fighting the
elements. I think it’s going…I think it is a dying trade in that
respect.”
This would seem to signal a generation gap with younger people not wanting to go into
the trade. According to an article in the St. Petersburg Times Online (Gazella, 2001), the
owner of one sponge boat blames a lack of workers for the drop in business. Another
sponge fisher (F2) puts blame on government interference and over regulation on the lack
of future sponging success.
Another factor of concern for the future include low sponge prices as F4 stated:
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“It’s a bad market for sponges right now so not sure how it will be
affected in the future. Right now we only get about 1 dollar per
piece (or per pound according to Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission, 2012).”
According to one sponge wholesaler contacted (personal communication, October 1,
2012), they stated that they sell 8-9 inch sponges for $5.90/piece and 9-10 inch sponges
for $7.30/piece.
All participants interviewed believed that the sale of sponges was dependent upon
the success of the sponge fishermen. All of the shopkeepers interviewed said that their
businesses still obtained the majority of their sponge products from local spongers even
with reduced sponge hauls. Although all sponge shops get sponges from local fisherman,
one interviewee (F1) stated that the shop they were working at has:
“… some certain species that, uh, are from the South Pacific, the
silk sponge. We have a couple of silk sponges that are used by
potters to smooth the clay when they work with clay. … the silk
also from the South Pacific that are used for exfoliation.”
The same participant (F1) also stated that the shop still received 98% of their sponges
from local suppliers and only a small amount from the South Pacific. Further supporting
the notion that sponges were locally caught is this quote from one shopkeeper (S3):
“Both this business here and the sponge warehouse depend on the
sponge fishermen.”
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Another interviewee (S1) stated that they were “100%” dependent upon the
sponging industry and that they were connected with one of the local tourist
cruises that had demonstrations of sponge diving.
All participants stated that they had a back-up plan in the event the sponge
industry went out of business. Responses ranged from reverting to their second job and
making it their primary one (F3):
“Well, I’m kind of fortunate because this is not my only talent. I’m
a contractor too. Unfortunately the economy hasn’t been too kind
to contractors. You know, it’s in the dumps, but chances are that’s
what I’d go back to. I’d go back to construction. It’s what I still do
in the wintertime anyhow when I can’t sponge so, um, it would be
contracting.”
to returning to their previous job (S1):
“Um… wow that’s a tough question. I would probably have to go
back into print advertising or sales, which I did.”
4.3

Interaction Between Government and the Sponge Economy
Participants were questioned about their influence with local government officials

and any suggestions they might have to improve relations so that their voices could be
heard in local policy decisions.
Most participants either had little interest in the local government officials or
disliked them in general. Most complaints were directed at regulations. All sponge
fishermen (4 participants) who were interviewed didn’t have or didn’t seek much if any
interaction with local government. Shopkeepers on the other hand, had slightly more
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dealings with government and one even hosted meetings in their shop. The historian (H1)
who was interviewed acted as an intermediary for the sponge fishers.
When sponge fishermen were asked about their influence with local government,
most (3 participants) were indifferent and 1 respondent disliked government in general.
Responses ranged from (F3):
“Well I don’t really have much contact with them. We usually
leave them alone and they usually leave us alone. … I try not to
mess with them (politicians) if I can.”
to (F2)
“…I just don’t care for the way they’re thinking.”
When questioned about suggestions they might have about improving policy,
spongers responded that they would either prefer to be left alone or that they would like a
reduction in regulations, although no specific regulations were noted.
Shopkeepers had somewhat differing views of government in that some actually
sought interactions with local government. One shopkeeper (S3) said that their shop had
hosted a meeting between a city planner and the sponge fishermen to suggest
improvements for the sponge docks. S3 stated that the improvement was designed to
improve boat parking and was to be sponsored through the use of a penny tax, however
no agreement was reached. Also mentioned was that the city provided perquisites for
sponge fishermen such as waived docking fees for active sponge fishermen (H1).
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Chapter 5 - Conclusion
The aim of this study was to examine the perspectives of those connected with the
sponge fishing economy on environmental degradation, climate change, and economic
development. This chapter summarizes some of the main findings of this study.
5.1.

Environmental Issues in Sponge Fishing
All participants voiced a concern about pollutants or harmful environmental

effects having a deleterious action on the harvest of sponges. As Przeslawski et al. (2008)
noted, a change in temperature could also exacerbate the negative effects of emitted
pollutants on sponge biology. That there is a decline in sponge hauls is evident by
numerical data and also through the conducted interviews. There is a general fear that
increased run-off from housing and phosphate mining may continue to cause sponge
populations to decline. Add in other environmental pollutants such as oil spills, red tide,
and alga, and a grim picture of sponge populations begins to emerge.
All of the fishermen interviewed stated that boats must go further out to harvest
sponges than in previous years. They attributed this to either warming of the water in
their fishing grounds, an increase in a new type of alga, or a greater occurrences of red
tide events. Whether this new type of alga some fishermen have been noticing is linked to
a specific pollutant source(s) is unknown at this time, but what is known is that it has
increased in recent years. What is known, is that sponges are filter feeders and that any
increase in pollutants inevitably means that sponges will take them in.
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5.2.

Future of Sponge Fishing in Tarpon Springs
Although population statistics show that the majority of residents in Tarpon

Springs are not ethnically Greek (Greek Communities, 2005) judging from the responses
to this study, there would seem to be a large Greek influence on the character of Tarpon
Springs. From the onset of sponge fishing, Tarpon Springs has had a noticeably Greek
flavor (Buxbaum, 1967; H1). There is even a section of town called Greek Town that still
celebrates holidays the traditional way, keeping a live goat for slaughter in their back
yards for instance (H1). Although the sponging industry is still associated with Greek
culture, American fishermen are breaking into the industry.
Two of the fishermen interviewed did not have any Greek in their backgrounds.
This may seem like a small amount, but considering there are only around a half-dozen
operational sponge fishing boats, this is statistically significant. As Americans become
more prevalent in the industry, it is unknown how they may perpetuate the ideal of the
brave Greek sponge diver dodging sharks, boats that can cut lifelines, and other
underwater hazards. Considering that sponge fishing nets $2 million of the estimated $20
million tourist industry of Tarpon Springs (Nessler, 2009), a change of ethnicities in the
sponging business may result in a tourist decline, either from Greek families no longer
visiting their relatives or from other tourists due to loss of Tarpon Spring’s unique Greek
mien. Adding to this possible decline is a very real decline in the numbers of sponge
fishing vessels.
The sponging industry has come a long way since it’s heyday in the early 20th
century. From hundreds of boats to only about half a dozen, there is a very real drop in
sponge production. Although sponging in Tarpon Springs has historically run in a
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cyclical manner depending on red tide events, all participants noted that operational
sponge boats are at an all-time low. This could have serious consequences on, not only
the economic picture of Tarpon Springs, but also the cultural one. All shopkeepers
interviewed stated that their businesses depend upon spongers to bring tourists to their
shops. The ones selling sponges also obtain the majority of their sponge wares from the
local fishermen with only exotic species of sponge being imported. Granted, if the sponge
fishermen went out of business shops could import Mediterranean sponge but this could
hurt the general appeal of local production and erode the mystique of the town.
5.3.

Community-Government Interactions
Most of the participants of this study stated either a general distaste of

government or a desire to be left alone. This could be due to the independent nature of
Greek people (Buxbaum, 1967) or the mindset of fishermen in general. To date there is
little regulation on sponge fishermen other than hook size limit, sizing, and within Tarpon
Springs itself a qualification that sponging vessels must make a certain profit from their
sponges to remain at the docks rent free (The Florida Senate, 2012; Tarpon Springs,
2009). Even though several fishermen stated a desire to reduce regulations, it was left
unclear as to what specific ones they wanted reduced.
Even though the fishermen stated a dislike of government, the historian
interviewed stated that they usually go to city meetings to represent sponge fishermen. A
shopkeeper who was interviewed also stated that their shop had hosted city meetings that
suggested improvements for sponge fishers. These interactions with government
demonstrate that a formal understanding should be reached between officials and the
fishermen, preferably using already established contacts such as shops and residents of
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the city as “middlemen” or officiators. This could lead to more efficient planning to aid
sponge fishermen with their businesses locally as well as a possible avenue for the
spongers to reach state level officials with their suggestions. Hopefully, by submitting
this study to local officials, it will also aid in facilitating a dialogue between sponge
fishermen and policy planners.
5.4.

Future Research Pathways
This study can be extended in two main ways. First, there is a need to situate this

study’s focus on the sponge economy within the wider context of Tarpon Springs. This
would also enable more participants to be recruited. Within the limited scope of this
research, only sponge boats and sponge shops were sought to be contacted, but a wider
study on economic and urban change could provide a more clarified sense of the role of
the sponge economy in the future of Tarpon Springs. The lack of community contacts and
the fact that most people saw me as an outsider also limited recruitment. A longer study
would help build the familiarity required to get better insights on issues of identity in
Tarpon Springs.
Second, the linkages between science and society can be fruitfully followed
through case studies of nature-based livelihoods. Some of the sponge fishermen that were
interviewed voiced a desire for biologists to accompany them on trips to examine algae
growing on and killing sponges. An interdisciplinary study combining ecological and
economic issues could thus respond to both environmental concerns of the community as
well as connect this to long-term livelihood concerns.
Across Florida’s coasts, communities have built long standing connections with
water-based livelihoods, in the case of Tarpon Springs ranging from fishing to tourism.
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Such livelihoods need to be protected for social, economic and environmental
sustainability. Decline of sponge fishing could also mean the wholesale transformation of
Tarpon Springs into real estate properties that may disengage from local community
economies as well as exacerbate environmental degradation. Sponge fishermen and the
shops that display their wares are therefore key to building an urban coastal community
that ensures the long-term future of its environmental setting.
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire
Section I: Background Questions
1. How long have you been a resident of Tarpon Springs? Which neighborhood do you
reside in (close to the water)?
2. What is your cultural background and how does that link to sponge fishing? Is your
family of Greek descent?
3. Could you describe your knowledge of the history of Greek residents and Greek
culture in Tarpon Springs?
4. What is your knowledge of the history of sponge fishing in Tarpon Springs?
5. How has sponge fishing influenced your family if at all? If it has, are any of them still
involved?
6. If Greek descent: Do you or your family maintain any contact with relatives in
Greece? If not relatives do you at least keep up with current events?
7. Could you describe your thoughts on the business environment in Tarpon Springs?
What percentage of the business population would you say is composed of Greeks?
8. What do you know about climate change in general?
9. Do you believe that climate change is having/will have any influence on Tarpon
Springs and the livelihoods of its residents?
10. Are there any other factors that may have some influence upon the city of Tarpon
Springs, the Greek population and businesses in general?
11. What do you think will happen to Tarpon Springs and its residents if businesses
(specifically the sponge industry) were to lose profits due to climate change or other
factors?
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Section II: Sponge Fishermen
1. How have your sponge hauls changed since you have started fishing?
2. Do you believe climate change has any impact upon your business? Could you
provide monetary estimates (remind that information will remain confidential)?
3. Do you believe that there are any other factors influencing haul sizes?
4. What would you do if sponge hauls significantly decreased?
5. Please provide your prospective on the continued viability of natural sponges as a
source of economic livelihood. Are there broader economic changes that are affecting
sponge livelihoods?
6. How do you view your influence with government officials?
7. Do you have any ideas for improving interactions with local government? What about
any specific policy suggestions regarding government support for sponge fishing?
Section III: Shopkeepers
1. How long have you owned this shop? Are there any other businesses that you were or
are connected with?
2. How much does your business depend upon sponge fishermen and the sponge
industry in general?
3. How do you view your influence with government officials?
4. Do you have any ideas for improving interactions with local government? What about
any specific policy suggestions?
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